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War Without End




Introduction


We are a warring people.


Military practices, technologies and symbols have invaded our everyday lives. We rarely even notice it. We enthusiastically commemorate wars. We engage in current ones. Our garrisons are maintained throughout the world and yet the military campaigns we wage abroad seem as real to most of us as the metaphorical wars on drugs or obesity. It is not uncommon to hear people waxing lyrical about the sanctity of life – including that of the two-cell embryo – while revering the troops on Remembrance Day. Militarist incursions into our ways of thinking, talking and enjoying ourselves are barely acknowledged. The blurring of entertainment and war, the infiltration of ‘violence-as-fun’ into the popular imagination (‘militainment’) and the advent of warbots – a generic term for drones, robotic weapons, unmanned vehicles, and suchlike – have led many of us to take for granted that war is without end and without borders. Unwittingly, we have effectively been turned into citizen-soldiers.


We have inherited a toxic genealogy. Its names are legion but its purpose is singular: violence. It is precisely its everyday nature – the way it creeps up on us by stealth – that makes it so powerful. But we are not merely passive observers, in thrall to a set of amorphous, militaristic ideologies or corrupting institutions. We are involved in the production of violence: it constitutes who we are and might be and, as such, can be resisted.


Despite what many wish to suggest, this is a British phenomenon, not simply an American one. In Britain, where I live, there is a quaint assumption that the British are a peaceable people, engaging in war half-heartedly and only when threatened by aggressors. Our own role as perpetrators is overlooked. There is still considerable reluctance to admit the vast range of atrocities committed during our imperial conquests and colonial invasions.


During the commemorations around the centenary of the First World War, history books, television and radio programmes, newspapers and museums showcased grandfathers, great uncles and other ‘ordinary people’ who were physically or psychologically wounded during that war. We heard a great deal about suffering, but what about those British and American soldiers, airmen and sailors who bayoneted, bombed and torpedoed other women’s sons? Were they not our grandfathers or great-uncles too?


And what about grandmothers and great-aunts? While writing this book, friends often asked me if my analysis was ‘gender-blind’. Isn’t the militarization of life really a ‘male thing’, they suggested. Aren’t women either innately or culturally more peaceable? Although the proportion of women in the armed forces is rising, don’t surveys consistently show that women are more opposed to militarist ideologies and practices than men?


They are partly right, of course. It remains the case that boys and men are much more likely than girls or women to be entranced by weapons and other things martial. Feminists of both sexes look on with dismay as their seven-year-old sons (not daughters) race around brandishing plastic Kalashnikovs; very few adult women delight in firing replica M16 assault rifles at imaginary enemies, causing ‘fantastic splatters of blood’ (as one male friend described the thrills of paintballing). In the debates about the commemoration of war, female scholars are much more likely to be heard reminding people of the human, rather than technological or strategic, dimensions of warring. They regard the wounding potential of those big guns as important, not their iron and steel specifications.


But we can’t let women off the hook. Weapons possess a social life that includes women as well as men. Wars are routinely justified ‘in our name’, from the First World War recruitment poster depicting a vicious beast carrying away a half-naked, terrified white woman, to the more recent claim during the war on Afghanistan that it was being fought to save Afghan women from the Taliban.1 Militarist values and practices co-opt women as well as men, permeating our language, invading our dream-space and entertaining us at the movies or in front of games consoles. Our taxes pay for war machines. Our loved ones are maimed and killed in military encounters. People we care about slaughter strangers we might have learnt from, laughed with, loved.


I believe that knowing the extent to which the military and war-play invade our lives is an essential step in the task of creating better and more equitable worlds. Vast financial resources are poured into militarist projects. There are more productive ways to invest this wealth. In the armed conflicts waged by British and American troops today, 90 per cent of victims are civilians. We need to know how to counter tendencies that objectify the so-called enemy, setting him or her outside the human. It is helpful to be reminded about the invidious languages and analogies that are used when weapons are discussed. Those of us who do not seek war-orientated forms of entertainment should know why they are so enticing, and what role the armed forces have played in their promotion. At a time when the two world wars are being fervently commemorated, it is important to think hard about what it is we are doing. Celebrating war? Honouring those lives that were destroyed? Or telling half-truths? It is essential we know what forces have brought us to this point in the history of violence.


Wounding the World explores the cultural, political and military factors that make imagining, designing, playing with and using weapons so enticing. Given our warring history and the dire human consequences of the advancement of weapon technology, I ask why the military and war-play are so pervasive. How does the militarization of society normalize and morally neutralize the effects of violence? What is the relationship between everyday violence (both imaginary and real) and weapon research?


Why should we be concerned with these matters? Because we are wounding – and potentially destroying – our world.


Weapons and war have long enchanted British and American culture. Military history is one of the most popular non-fiction genres; we are mesmerized by war cinema; the release of the latest first-person shooter computer games make headlines in even the most respectable newspapers.


We are also nations of guns. In the UK, firearms have been more prevalent in imperial invasions than domestic contexts, but even today a sizeable number of guns circulate within our society. There are nearly eight privately owned firearms for every 100 people in the UK. These figures pale in comparison with the US, where there are 310 million firearms, or more than 101 per 100 people.2 Thirty thousand people in the US are killed every year by guns.3 In the last half-century, American households possessing at least one gun went from one third to one half.4


Gun ownership excites periodic panics, typically in the aftermath of school shootings. The names Columbine High School (1999), Virginia Tech (2007) and Sandy Hook Elementary School (2012) are seared into everyone’s consciousness and, at the time, elicited political promises of gun reform. Unfortunately, such panics have made little difference.


These panics have enabled critics to avoid confronting much more pervasive forms of militarization. These include not only the most direct and brutal mechanisms of military power (as seen in times of war), but also the processes by which soldierly values and martial organizations wield progressively more power within civilian society. It may even become difficult to distinguish military from non-military conventions, ideologies and institutions.


Britain became a highly militarized power during the two world wars. Outside wartime, though, the militarization of civilian society accelerated from the mid-twentieth century. By the 1950s, the so-called military–industrial complex was firmly entrenched. Today, there are 171,000 people, not including tens of thousands of volunteer reserves, serving in the British forces.5 The UK has the fourth-highest military expenditure in the world, at £60.8 billion.6 This is money raised by taxes and invested in projects that many of us abhor.


In the US, the figures are even more striking. At the end of the 1950s, nearly 10 per cent of Americans in employment were working either directly or indirectly for the Department of Defense and the US armed forces, and their firms consumed more than 85 to 90 per cent of all goods and services purchased by the federal government.7 By the mid-1960s, the US had major military bases in 375 regions and a further three thousand minor military facilities.8 As a consequence of the Second World War and the post-war draft, 45 per cent of the adult male population in the US were veterans in 1969.9


Around 1.4 million Americans are currently on active duty.10 Civilian contractors are also a growing component of military life, providing base security, interrogating prisoners, escorting convoys, piloting reconnaissance vehicles, constructing bases, and ensuring that basic services (such as food and accommodation) are maintained. In fact, there were almost as many civilian contractors in Iraq as US troops there, and this represents a tenfold increase in civilian contractors since the Gulf War of 1990–1.11 The US has an annual military expenditure of $682 billion.


If militarization only referred to money spent on military goods and services and the numbers of people actively attached in some way to the armed forces, it would be relatively insignificant. The circle of influence is exponentially wider than this and, ironically, as citizens become reluctant to fight wars, there may be greater militarization as the armed forces seek to expand their influence. Millions of civilian jobs depend on the arms industry. In Britain alone, more than £12.3 billion of arms were exported to countries that the Foreign Office admits engage in serious human rights abuses. They include Israel and the Occupied Territories, Iran, China, Sri Lanka, Russia, Belarus, Zimbabwe and Syria.12 The American export figure is $66.3 billion of weapons, or more than three-quarters of the global arms market. 13 Most Britons and Americans are nonetheless oblivious to the fact that we live in a war economy.


It is hard not to echo the concerns of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Multitude (2004), where they warned that the role of the military in our societies is not merely a matter of ‘brute force’, but the ‘production of social life in its entirety’. War is no longer merely ‘politics by other means’ (as von Clausewitz famously asserted); nor is it a practice that government reluctantly perpetrate as a last resort. Instead, a militarized civilian society is the ‘foundation of politics, the basis for discipline and control’. 14


Being an academic as well as a historian of violence, I hope I can be excused for being especially appalled by the degree to which our schools and universities have been sucked into the military vortex. In Britain today, sixteen-year-olds may not legally drink alcohol, drive cars or vote, but they can join the armed forces. Britain is the only country in Europe that recruits boys and girls under the age of eighteen; one in every five recruits is a child.15 Let me put a price on this: every year around £94 million of taxpayers’ money is invested in enlisting children. 16 If you go to the army website, you will even see a special section (entitled ‘Camouflage’) devoted to children aged fourteen to sixteen years. When I clicked on ‘Camouflage’ in March 2013, it featured the ‘Bonecrusher’, a heavily armoured vehicle ‘fresh from the Transformers film set’; it provided detailed information on how to sign up and what to expect during military training, and it promised ‘sport and adventure’.17 It is no wonder that one soldier who had enlisted at seventeen complained that the recruiting officers had been deceptive: he bitterly recalled that they had shown him photographs of recruits abseiling and skiing rather than images of ‘someone with their head blown off’.18 Good evidence suggests that young recruits experience significantly high levels of PTSD, alcoholism, depression and suicide. Whatever happened to any duty of care?19


It is not surprising that the situation in the US is no better. Even though the Senate ratified the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts, which set the minimum age for voluntary recruitment at seventeen years, all branches of the armed forces recruit heavily below this age. In a large proportion of American schools, the Junior Reserve Officers Training Corps is mandatory for children as young as fourteen.20 In the US Army’s School Recruiting Program Handbook, which is distributed to more than 10,600 recruiters nationwide, recruiters are advised to






Remember, first to contact, first to contract … That doesn’t just mean seniors or grads … If you wait until they’re seniors, it’s probably too late.21








One in five children reported that military recruiters had spoken to them in class time and more than a third said that recruiters were present in classrooms and hallways.22 As in the UK, recruiters routinely used deception and false promises: they did not fully inform prospective recruits of what military service actually entailed, denied that the US was at war and claimed that recruits could be discharged whenever they wanted.23 The military was simply great fun. As one zealous recruiter told a schoolchild, in the armed forces ‘you get paid to jump out of airplanes, shoot cool guns, blow stuff up, and travel seeing all kinds of different countries’.24


Nor are universities peaceable towers, free from military interference. This surprised me. Obviously, I had been naive. After all, as early as the 1960s the Democratic senator J. William Fulbright, creator of the international exchange programme that bears his name, warned about the increasing militarization of universities, reminding scholars that ‘in lending itself too much to the purposes of government, a university fails its higher purpose’.25 At the time, military contracts were so extensive at places like the Massachusetts Institute of Technology that the distinguished physicist Alvin Weinberg quipped that it was difficult to know if MIT was a ‘university with many government research laboratories appended to it or a cluster of government research laboratories with a very good educational institution attached to it’.26


The military’s influence has continued apace despite Fulbright’s and Weinberg’s criticisms. In 2010 it was reported that every year the Pentagon gives around $4 billion to universities for research support. If departments refuse to allow the armed forces to recruit on their premises, the Department of Defense simply threatens to withdraw funding from the entire university. To put this in context: it would mean taking away $400 million from Harvard and £350 million from Yale.27 As the Dean of the Law School at Yale admitted,






We would never put at risk the overwhelmingly large financial interests of the University in federal funding. We have a point of principle to defend, but we will not defend this – at the expense of programs vital to the University and the world at large.28








This is not simply an American problem. In Britain too the military involvement in scholarly research and university budgets is substantial. Between 2001 and 2006 there were at least 1900 military projects conducted in twenty-six UK universities and valued at approximately £725 million. The chief beneficiaries were Cambridge, Loughborough, Oxford, Southampton and University College London. In fact, the UK is the second-highest funder of military R&D in the world.29 In effect, the military is ‘subcontracting research to universities, which have world-class, publicly funded staff and facilities’.30 In this way, the armed forces significantly lower their overheads, while also ensuring that military companies maximize their returns. In other words, our taxes are paying for research that facilitates war and inflates profits for armament manufacturers and investors.


Clearly, catering to all things military is big business. Scientists, engineers and physicists have discovered that applying their talents to weapon research can win them grants, sophisticated laboratory facilities and intellectual prestige. Armament industries, militaries, police forces, manufacturers, engineers, hunting organizations and gun lobbies have significant stakes in the task of inventing more effective technologies for warmongering. They also have an interest in developing new and increasingly violent games that allow people to engage imaginatively in scenarios of terror, maiming and murder.


It is too easy to shrug off the impact of militarization. Engagement with the armed forces is often dismissed as nothing more or less than a matter of choice. In other words, we are told that we can choose not to accept a job in the army, conduct ballistics research, buy a gun for domestic protection or play violent games.


It’s just not that simple. The military–industrial–entertainment complex is immensely powerful. War and peace are no longer highly differentiated zones in British and American societies. War has entered, uninvited, into our homes and taken up residence. Domestic spaces as well as outer space (satellite surveillance and missile defence systems) have been militarized. War remnants are present in our everyday lives: global positioning systems that guide our cars, the design of SUVs, the popularity of fitness boot camps and the cut and pattern of fashionable clothing. We can’t open our mouths without talking about war. There are wars on terror, women, drugs, obesity. While I was writing this introduction, the New York Times reported that the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation has declared a ‘war on mute swans’.31


That is perhaps just semantics, but, more worryingly, military ideologies and practices are integral to political debate and to international relations. The mother of all fundamentalisms is the belief that a powerful military presence will promote our security. This claim needs careful and rigorous assessment. I believe that knowing the history, science and ethics of weaponry can help us better assess governmental claims to be fighting ‘good’ wars. In the twentieth century, hundreds of millions of lives were destroyed in war, yet instead of creating a safer world governments, militaries and scientists have developed increasingly sophisticated weaponry to kill and maim more efficiently. And, chillingly, this is being done in the name of humanity.


I have been both dismayed and heartened while writing this book. Although I focus exclusively on the militarist practices of people in Britain and America (simply because they are the countries I know best), the issues I address concern every global citizen. Some of the solutions for the current crisis come from outside the Anglo-American context. When disappointed with the relative acquiescence of British voters to calls to increase military spending and that of American voters to the presence of guns in nearly half of all homes, signs elsewhere in the world that resistance is not only possible but also effective galvanize me. So, that is where I end this book. What can be done? There are real answers.




PART TWO
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The Social Life of Weapons




CHAPTER ONE
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It’s Only Words


Words wound.


They do so by turning what is ugly into something beautiful, by converting a person’s gut-wrenching pain into an abstract formula, by wilfully perverting unpleasant realities, and by making the inanimate into something animate. Words are never neutral: they determine what we think about the world and how we experience it. They tell us what to feel and how to act. As George Orwell wrote, ‘if thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought’.1 Words are always political.


And what interests me about violence is how words can make it all seem okay. Pleasurable, even.


Killing is a formidable taboo in human society and it almost always leads to self-hatred, shame and guilt – and yet people are constantly inventing ways to aestheticize it and make it enjoyable. Revulsion and elation coexist. If we are to understand the powerful hold that war has on our imaginations, we need to come to terms with the over-blown, breathless, vivid and carnivalesque language associated with violence.


When war is declared, men who had, for example, been perfectly content working on the factory floor or behind the shop counter went to war and began killing other factory workers and retailers. Time and again, British and American men who were in combat during the First and Second World Wars describe their experiences of killing in positive terms. It was an unexpected high. This is often ignored in commemorations of the war, a dirty secret that threatens to minimize the honour of ‘our’ men.


However, for a secret it is remarkably common, finding expression in countless diaries, letters and memoirs. For example, combatants during the First World War admitted feeling ‘joy unspeakable’ or ‘ecstatic’ when killing.2 It was ‘beautiful work’ and ‘gorgeously satisfying’.3 Killing incited ‘a strange thrill … nothing in peace-time could make a man feel like that’.4 In a letter dated 22 August 1917, a young infantryman described ‘popping off those grenades’ as ‘most awfully good fun’.5 In the words of another soldier, writing in his diary in 1918, attacking the enemy was ‘beautiful and thrilling – one of the most memorable moments of my life’.6 These were not extraordinary men. Just ordinary soldiers.


Members of the air forces were especially prone to translate their experiences of violence into excitable babble. Flying Corps pilot Wesley Archer admitted in his diary that he revelled in picking off German ‘nests’ and found it ‘Fascinating to watch them topple over’. He described killing from the air as ‘Delightfully impersonal’.7 Night pilot Roderick Chrisholm destroyed two enemy aircraft in 1914, describing the experience as something that could ‘never be equalled’. He recalled that






For the rest of that night it was impossible to sleep; there was nothing else I could talk about for days after; there was nothing else I could think about for weeks after … it was sweet and very intoxicating.8








Similarly, Kenneth Hemingway dive-bombed Japanese soldiers on the ground: ‘Oh, boy … Boooyy!’ he yelled, describing his ‘exhilaration’ as similar to the joy of drinking champagne on a sunny spring morning. He felt ‘ruthlessly happy – quite an atavistic orgy!’9 A group of pilots during the Second World War admitted that they ‘all felt much better’ and there would be ‘a good deal of smacking on the back and screaming of delight’ after killing the enemy.10 Killing caused a ‘jolt of delight’.11 William Nagle confessed that after killing German paratroopers in Crete he, ‘wanted to go on and on … I could have kissed the Bren with sheer delight but it was too damned hot to touch’.12 Or, as someone we just know as ‘Bob’ confessed after improving his ‘score’, ‘Life wasn’t too bad after all’.13 His own life, that is.


Bob’s use of the word ‘score’ was not coincidental. With almost monotonous regularity, combatants talked about their aggressive acts in sporting terms. This could take a humorous form, as in a First World War trench poem that men would recite in the evening:






Come my Hun-eey, come my Hun-ey,


I am waiting here for you,


Come and hug me, I won’t half plug you


Come you ratter, do.


Do stop singing, you are bringing


Down the blooming rain,


Tommy’s waiting while you’re hating


Come and play a fighting game. 14








Battles were described as a ‘good sport’, or ‘rounds’ between two contestants.15 According to the author of Winged Warfare. Hunting Huns in the Air (1918), the enemy were ‘like so many rats’, running for cover from the machine-gun bullets. 16 Gunners admitted that they ‘felt no antagonism’. ‘I felt as a boxer or duellist might feel, pitting his skill against that of his opponent’, noted one.17 Hunting or poaching analogies dominated over all others.18 Typically, rifleman McBride claimed that his chief emotion in combat was not hatred but the ‘keen satisfaction and excitement of the same kind that the hunter always knows’.19 Going to war was the equivalent of being ‘blooded’.20 The enemy were ‘specimens’ to be ‘bagged’.21 Shooting a man was ‘as easy as shooting a fox’.22 Gunnery was described as similar to stalking deer, with the exception that when stalking animals the ‘head of heads’ might be just outside of the range of one’s gun while, in war, Huns were ‘always in season’ and a ‘glorious target’ might only be a few hundred yards away.23 Enemy soldiers were dismissed as not being fully human: they were merely ‘clever animals with certain human characteristics, but by no means the full range’.24 A 1919 article entitled ‘Sniping’ began by emphasizing the need for eagerness when hunting other human beings. It ‘goes without saying that a sniper must be keen on his job’, the author reminded his readers, because






Anyone can sit in a post and sleep away the hours instead of watching, but a really keen shot will lie in wait for a victim just as a cat watches for a mouse. One’s chance of a kill may not come for days, but when it does, and the pointer at the telescopic sight rests squarely on the head or chest of some beast in blue-grey uniform, the hours of patient watching are forgotten as one’s finger gently squeezes the trigger.25








Arms and the Man, the official journal of the National Rifle Association, contended that sportsmen would never dream of using the ‘cruel’ shotgun when hunting non-human animals. They would ‘rather go forever with an empty bag than to shoot a bird sitting, bring down a squirrel with anything but a rifle, or transgress any of the unwritten laws of clean hunting’, but they would ‘make use of any device to exterminate vermin’. And ‘vermin’ was an accurate description of Germans, they insisted. True American soldiers would always prefer to kill with the rifle but once they realized that they could ‘kill more Germans with the sawn-off shotgun and its exterminating load of buck-shot’, nothing would deter them from using the ‘highly efficient, Hun-exterminating sawn-off military shotgun’.26


Senior officers deliberately fostered such attitudes in order to stimulate the ‘offensive spirit’ in their men. Thus, General Sit Thomas Blamey encouraged is men with the following words:






You are fighting a shrewd, cruel, merciless enemy, who knows how to kill and who knows how to die. Beneath the thin veneer of a few generations of civilization he is a sub-human beast who has brought warfare back to the primeval, who fights by the jungle rule of tooth and claw, who must be beaten by the jungle rule of tooth and claw. Kill him or he will kill you.27








Wartime killing was sport with no holds barred.


Such analogies effectively dehumanize the enemy as nothing more than beasts who deserved to be slain. These languages were particularly prominent during imperial conquests. ‘Savages’ were said to possess ‘excessive … vitality’; they didn’t seem to feel physical pain as Europeans did.28 Army surgeon Frederick George Engelbach, writing from the Hague Peace Conference in 1899, was unabashed in defending dum-dum bullets, which caused ‘explosive’ wounds. It was one thing for the French, Italians, Russians and Germans to criticize the use of the bullets, he announced. Soldiers in these armies generally fought their battles against Europeans or ‘soft’ indigenous people, who were more easily rendered hors de combat. Engelbach claimed that ‘a European when struck in a vital part collapses utterly or else crawls from the fray with all his lust for fighting gone. Even the Abyssinian or the Shilock knows when he has had enough.’ In contrast, British soldiers were pitted against more formidable foes. The ‘Afridis, the bhang drunk Ghazi, and the howling dervish or Bagqara love to meet their deaths in action’, he maintained. For these foe, death ‘opens Paradise, rendering doubly glorious of they achieve before they die the death of the Feringho’. It was pointless to shoot such enemy with the nickel-coated bullet of the .303 Lee-Enfield magazine rifle since that bullet






drives with a velocity of 2000 ft per second through four or five of them. Mortally hurt, yet they still gamely struggle on to strike one blow before they die. What can be done with a gallant fanatic who actually wriggles up the lance of his enemy to slay before his exhausted muscles give out?








British soldiers would not gain any ‘satisfaction’ in facing






a shrieking fanatic with a rifle which will enable them to perforate their enemy and to kill him – in half an hour? By that time the combatants are lying dead one a-top of the other.








This was grossly unfair to British manhood. Engelbach thundered against what he saw as ‘humanity’ only being ‘exercised on the part of the ill-used savage, while the soldier is to take his chance’.29 The Director-General of the Indian Medical Service put it more evocatively: a ‘fanatical Ghazi’, he judged, ‘was not checked by the modern bullet, which went through him like a knitting needle through a pot of butter’.30


Popular journals dedicated to weapons and war also waxed lyrical over the thrill of bloodshed. Like the first-person accounts, journalists also loved to characterize combat as sport. In July 1919 the magazine Health and Efficiency reported that, before the war, there was ‘an enormous mass of men who talked sport, read sport, looked on life through sport spectacles … but – practised no form of sport themselves’. This all changed from 1914, when the average man (whom they designated ‘John Jones’) was






jerked out of an office or mill into the Army … John Jones went through trying times for a few weeks. He literally endured the pangs of a new birth. ‘Physical jerks’, drills, fatigues, marches, gradually sweated the beef off him and sweated the muscles on, reddened his pale blood and gave his walk a spring. John cursed and went through it all. He was a Briton and a sportsman. He was training for the Great Game, and when at last with a clear eye and a cool hand he crossed the sea, we saw how he played it. 31








John Jones ‘played it’ with panache. He invented cute words for bullets in order to minimize as well as aestheticize their destructive properties. As a writer in Arms and the Man noted in 1916, projectiles were called ‘will-o’-the-wisps’, ‘humming birds’, ‘sighing Sarahs’ and ‘porridge pots’; shells that ‘burst in puffs of white, woolly smoke’ were ‘woolly Marias’; the slang for bullets in general was ‘haricot beans’, while shrapnel was known as ‘sprinkling cans’.32 Arms and the Man enthusiastically celebrated violence, evoking the .45 Colt automatic as the best gun for an American hero to use when ‘slinging hot lead in bone-smashing, man-stopping doses’.33


The aesthetics of sound obsessed many writers. They insisted that Death announced itself in distinctive ways. The author of ‘The Sharpshooter’s Rifle and the Telescopic Sight’ (1917), for instance, contrasted the ‘staccato chatter of machine-gun fire’, which ‘plants the death-rattle in hundreds of human throats’, with the sniper’s discreet ‘pr-a-ak!’ when his ‘steel-jacketed bullet cleav[es] its way through the air’.34 A year earlier, the author of ‘Noises that Bullets Make’ boasted an even more exceptional aural sensitivity to weapons. When a bullet travels at over 1500 feet per second, he advised, soldiers would hear a ‘sharp crash’ as the bullet passes, ‘caused by the air closing rapidly in behind the bullet base’. Under certain conditions, they might also hear a hissing sound and, if fired at a very long range and if the bullet was tumbling end over end, this might be replaced with a humming sound. At 100 yards, a revolver bullet ‘snarl[ed]’ as it passed close by while a bullet from a revolver or low-powered rifle made a sound like ‘pl-lke!’ or ‘a sharp crack, with a touch of whine or shriek in it’. Contrast that with the noise made by a projectile from a large gun firing over water: that was ‘like the sudden roar of a distant train passing over a short bridge. It is a peculiar whirring sound, almost like a roar.’ Other noises include the ‘pack-burr’ followed by ‘the sound of a long blacksnake whip very violently cracked’ when the Springfield rifle was fired.35 This was the aural pornography of violence.


When aerial bombardment of heavily populated cities was introduced, its proponents claimed both that it was ‘at once terrible and awe-inspiring’. In the words of Brigadier-General the Lord Thomson, writing in 1925, with its ‘horror goes a splendour of achievement’ that ‘kindles the dullest imagination’. Lyrically, he conjured up an image of squadrons flying at night who






will reach the upper air above their target at such a height that the roar of their engines will sound to those below no louder than a droning hum; they will then sweep to rain death and destruction; their asphyxiating and incendiary bombs will in a few short moments make of a prosperous city a smoking charnel house.








He forecast that on many occasions the planes would be intercepted in the air. The antagonists in this aerial battle would comprise






the flower of the male youth in each contending state, manipulating marvellous machines, the latest products of invention in the conquest of the air. The pilots of these engines of destruction must be young … They must be intelligent above the average, and possess a rare poise of hand and brain and eye, enabling them to combine subconsciously their different functions … Each crowded moment may be their last; in these aerial duels, one surely dies. And when the crisis comes, these gallant youths will each go out to kill another man, young, skilful, splendid, like himself.36








When he wrote these words, Thomson was fifty years old, which makes his ovation even more obscene. It was also a eulogy to the glories of technology, both ‘appalling’ and ‘splendid’. The dismembered bodies of young men were a regretful waste, but their gesture was grandiose in its symbolism, harking back to the duels of a long-past chivalric world.


Again, this propensity to aestheticize deadly weapons can be seen in all military conflicts, even those as atrocious as Vietnam. In that war, cluster bombs (which cause appalling wounds) were nicknamed ‘pineapples’ and ‘guavas’,37 and the violence of the M-79 grenade launcher, which was standard equipment, was reduced by comparing it to ‘brass knuckles in a barroom brawl’.38 White phosphorous was colloquially known as ‘Willie Peter’39 – an innocent name for a chemical that burns incredibly slowly inside wounds. As one physician observed, ‘this slow combustion lasts up to fifteen days. At night can be seen the greenish light produced by the material that continues burning the flesh and bones.’ 40 ‘Willie Peter’ doesn’t really sum it up.


Even today, positive and sporting images are conjured up when describing killing. As a twenty-first-century navigator of the Predator drone bragged, ‘I was a patient, silent hunter. I was armed.’41 Weapons and weapon systems are given comforting names – including ones from nature: the Falcon, Hummingbird Warrior, Panda and Walrus are all military programmes or vehicles. When we hear someone talking of ‘Bouncing Betties’ or ‘Rock ’n’ Roll’, we might not immediately guess that they are referring to explosives that propel upwards before detonating at four feet, or the act of putting a M16 rifle on full automatic fire.42


It is important to observe that senior military men also routinely aestheticized weapons as objects of beauty. Textbooks on small arms lauded the ‘charm and beauty of well-made weapons’. 43 Others took ‘delight in the esoterica of small arms and rifle ballistics’.44 In the words of the manufacturer of the L2A2 or Sterling machine gun, ‘That little lightweight gun of outstanding mechanical beauty gave me an enormous sense of power, especially when shooting from the hip in the full automatic mode.’ 45 Missiles could also be flaunted as epitomizing the technical magnificence of civilisation. For instance, dum-dum bullets have a thin nickel shield and a ‘soft point’, so that, on striking human targets, they ‘mushroom’ inside the body, shattering bone and tissue with explosive force. For proponents, the dum-dum’s ability to cause some of the most devastating wounds ever seen in modern warfare was a cause of celebration. Winston Churchill was a fan, commending this ‘wonderful and, from the technical point of view … beautiful machine’ in The Story of the Malakand Field Force. ‘On striking a bone’, he observed, the bullet would ‘“set up” or, spread out, and it then tears and splinters everything before it, causing wounds which, in the body, must generally be mortal, and in any limb necessitates amputation.’ 46 For Churchill, these were grounds for delight not despair. Figure 1.1 (opposite) shows some of the wounds created by different types of weapons. At the time this photograph was taken, dum-dum bullets were poetically described as ‘collapsing like a concertina’ inside the victim’s body, while another missile was said to assume ‘the shape of a lady’s sun bonnet or an antiquated top hat’.47


[image: image]


Figure 1.1. From Alex. Ogston’s ‘The Peace Conference and the Dum-Dum Bullet’ (1899). The original caption reads: ‘Exit wound (arm)’. The wounds are labelled from left to right, Woolwich, Dum-dum and Mauser game bullet.48


One way of talking that weapons experts routinely used is particularly interesting: that is, analogies associated with water. In 1962 some of the most distinguished ballistic experts asked: how can we explain the ‘interest and admiration’ aroused by photographs of ‘rifle bullets in rapid fire’? Surely it was due to their ‘resemblance to moving ships with prominent bow and stern waves and a turbulent wake’, they mused. They even evoked water when describing the ‘blasting out’ of soft tissues caused by a bullet: it had a similar effect to a ‘stream of water from a fire hose’.49 Upon hitting human tissue, there is a ‘ “splashing” effect which is analogous to the upward splash when a pebble is dropped into water’, explained another commentator in an article in the Annals of the Royal College of Surgeons of England in 1981.50


Water analogies remain extremely popular in the ballistics literature. The violence of high-velocity bullets led to an impressive ‘tail splash’. Or, as one ballistic scientist noted in 1995, the temporary cavity caused by the explosion of a bullet into flesh






can be compared to a diver entering water. If the water is entered aerodynamically and nearly perpendicular, there is little or no splash, and a minimal amount of water is displaced. This correlates to a low-velocity, nondeforming, nonfragmenting missile that does not deviate from its longitudinal axis.








However,






If the same diver deviates from his perpendicular longitudinal axis, even slightly, he will create a bigger splash. The amount of water displaced is proportional to the degree of deviation from the perpendicular.51








In case readers had not grasped the full implications, he laboured the point. The diver who assumes the shape of a ‘cannonball’ (with ‘his arms and legs flexed close to the body to create a larger diameter’) will create a ‘larger splash’, ‘similar to a missile that assumed a larger diameter (“mushrooms”) when coming into contact with tissue’.52


The authors of a 2005 article in the journal Injury used a similar comparison. They blandly noted that some divers enter the water in a ‘clean’ fashion, creating little ‘turbulence and splash’; others did a ‘bellywhopper’, in which ‘the splash is maximum’.53 As other ballistic experts freely admitted, this was the destruction and dismemberment of human beings ‘treated as a branch of underwater ballistics’.54


A related analogy was snow. As physiologist E. Newton Harvey explained in 1948, in order to understand what happens when a low-velocity bullet hits human tissue, simply ‘thrust a pointed rod into snow. The ice crystals are pushed ahead and move gently to one side leaving a track, perhaps somewhat larger than the rod, but with no effects at a distance.’ This was not the case with bullets travelling at higher velocities. On hitting a person, such a missile






not only imparts momentum to material in front but also to material at the side, so that a great cavity is formed. This cavity would be a permanent one in snow, but in water or tissue it would be temporary. The effect can be described as explosive.55








Why is such language important? After all, water and snow are incongruous stand-ins for crushed, torn and splintered tissue and bone. Clearly, such ways of talking about wounding people perform an important function: they exchange the messy, sticky, bloodiness of actual wounding (not to mention the screaming victim) for a clean, even gentle, image of tissue that will ‘move gently to one side’ when hit. Given that these commentators were engaged in researching or producing weapons designed to tear living people apart, being able to talk about it using such analogies must have been profoundly soothing.


Weapon scientists and others involved in the military industry indulged in lyrical depictions of the wounding and lethal effect of weapons. But they also possessed two other, very different languages for talking about acts of violence: euphemism and mathematical abstraction. Euphemisms are a prominent means of erasing violence. The neologism ‘warfighter’ is one example. Although the word had been used sporadically by the defence industry for decades, it only appeared in the public media in an article in the New York Times in 2003.56 Its increasing prominence is interesting. After all, in the mid-twentieth century, military commentators had sought to emphasis the defensive rather than offensive functions of the armed forces: in 1947, the US Department of War was replaced by the Department of Defense, and the UK government established the Ministry of Defence, which replaced the War Office, in 1963. In recent years, however, the opposite has been the case. Soldiers, sailors, marines, airmen and airwomen have become ‘warfighters’ or ‘warriors’.57 These terms perform a powerful rhetorical function, especially because they are frequently juxtaposed against ‘insurgents’: ‘warfighters’ conjures up technologically sophisticated, almost god-like capacities of service personnel, in comparison with the primitive-sounding ‘insurgents’, waging war with improvised tools and weapons.


Other misleading ways of speaking about violence involve a strange kind of distancing. For instance, while discussing ways to bomb populated cities, ballistic experts might use the phrase ‘delivery may … be achieved’, as though they were referring to flowers.58 Fusion bombs (a thermonuclear weapon) are called ‘clean bombs’, even though they are seven hundred times more powerful than the fission (or atomic) bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima.59 The MX missile, which carries ten warheads, each of which contains 250 to 400 times the explosive power of the Hiroshima bomb, is called a ‘damage-limitation weapon’.60


Understatement similarly encourages this kind of cognitive forgetfulness. An enemy combatant will be described as having ‘received’ a bullet.61 The enemy is not ‘killed’, but was ‘had’, ‘disposed’ or ‘exterminated’ like a bug. 62 Ballistic experts talk about the ‘production of the wound’ 63 or ‘producing the casualty’,64 as though mortal combat is some kind of assembly line. Making a kill is ‘good shot placement’.65 When R. J. Gatling invented the ten-barrel revolving rifle (‘machine gun’) in 1861, he described it as a ‘labour-saving device for warfare’, almost the equivalent of the rotary washing machine that had been patented three years earlier.66 Hollow-pointed bullets were presented as simply being allowed to ‘“set up” on impact’, that is, ‘expand, and thus inflict a greater shock’.67 When such bullets hit a person, they ‘burr’ before opening backwards.68 Other projectiles ‘jawed’ and ‘tumbled’ inside bodies.69 The explosive effects of high-velocity missiles were merely ‘disruptive’.70 A particular kind of wound was described as ‘cookie-cutter’ damage.71 During the Second World War, Air Chief Marshall Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris kept a ‘blue book’ at his headquarters, with maps of more than ninety industrial towns and cities in Germany that he had ‘marked for “emasculation”’. As these areas were bombed, they were ‘blued out’.72 In the 1960s and 1970s, US aeroplanes ‘seeded’ anti-personnel mines (they were called ‘bomblets’, but we should not be fooled by the diminutive) over Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Once ‘seeded’, these mines were for ever primed to kill. The main victims were children, attracted by the shape or colour of what seemed to be playthings.73 Napalm was called a ‘flak suppression weapon’.74 Cluster bombs that would detonate in such a way that fragments would kill or wound people within an area of 300 by 900 metres (to give a perspective, the average UK Premiership football pitch is 104 by 68 metres) were ‘area denial’ weapons; 75 such bombs, ‘succeed in silencing the weapons’ (that is, the people holding the weapons and every living person within a wide radius).76 The Predator drone was ‘a big bee … with one hell of a sting’.77


Mathematic abstraction is a much more austere language used by weapons experts, but that should not blind us to the satisfaction it offers. Precision, reproducibility and exclusivity are highly valued traits amongst scientists, whether specializing in weaponry or not. The ability to convert multiple observations into abstract formulae brings esteem. Standardized behaviour and activities, as well as knowledge of acronyms, are symbols that give clear proof that a scientist belongs to an elite club.


For ballistic scientists, statistics ‘stand in’ for suffering. Instead of talking about the number of people maimed and killed, these scientists exchange data about SCRs and SKRs – standardized casualty and killing rates. These rates are based on a population density of one person per thousand square feet (or 92.9 square metres) in the area at risk. For example, in Hiroshima the ‘vulnerable area for the killed was 2.85 square miles, and for all casualties 9.36 square miles’. This gave ‘a SKR of 79,450 and an SCR of 260,900 … About 6,500 times as great as for a High Explosive bomb in Britain.’ 78 When seeking to discover how ‘the desired wounding effect could be achieved’,79 ballistic experts tell us that it is helpful to know the ‘index of wounding capacity’, or the ‘level of energy absorption at a tissue depth of 15 cm … as this is the depth at which most vital structures lie’.80 In the words of Eric Prokosch in The Technology of Killing (1995),






A weapons designer is not, first and foremost, a murderer; he is a statistician, a metallurgist, or an engineer. He is trained for his profession and he thinks in its terms. When presented with a problem, he seeks solutions which are ‘elegant’ and ‘rigorous’ (as a mathematician would say). A neat solution satisfies his scientific bent and earns praise from his colleagues.








Prokosch observes that when scientists speak about ‘sensitivity studies’ and ‘compatibility tests’ they are not referring to ‘a form of marriage counselling, but a procedure for making sure than a given bomb can be used with a given airplane’.81 Theirs is the language of mathematics and engineering employed in the art of killing.


This is language to render violence beautiful, fun and exciting. But language can also erase violence. One way it does this is by omitting the most salient features of an activity. At its most basic, weapon research, development and manufacture fails to acknowledge that the primary goal is to maim and kill other human beings. This is what Velma Maxson was doing when she spoke about her job working in Raytheon’s missile factory in Tucson, Arizona. She admitted that






I don’t want to go to war … I understand we make missiles. I know they’re going to be used on something [sic]. I prefer to think they’re going to be used for testing.








She followed up this hope with the statement that, however they were used, ‘they need them to work perfectly’.82


Examples proliferate and, as with the other languages, can be found throughout twentieth-century conflicts. For instance, in 1930 the author of an article entitled ‘Ballistics as Applied to Police Science’ claimed that the science of ballistics was composed of two elements, interior and exterior ballistics, or what happens inside the weapon and then when the missile leaves the weapon. He omitted the crucial third element, terminal or wound ballistics – or what happens when the missile hits.83


That could have been an oversight. A more shameless sleight of hand involves presenting weapons research as analogous to life-saving endeavours. For instance, in 1953 one scientist brazenly claimed that military operational research (that is, research into improving decision-making – ‘effectiveness’ – in the use of weapons) was equivalent to ‘seeking a cure for cancer’. In cancer-treatment endeavours, he rightly noted, the ‘exact processes that will lead to this achievement’ is unclear. But he then drew a parallel with a very different enterprise. He asserted that the same was the case with weapons research: the fulfilment of the goals of weapons researchers was made more difficult because much previous research was classified.84


An extreme version of this kind of cognitive error occurs when service personnel are portrayed as peacekeepers and weapons are said to save lives. After the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, exterminating more than two hundred thousand people (most of whom were unarmed civilians), a Methodist minister was quoted as telling his congregation that they should ‘thank God for the work of the scientists which had shortened the war and saved thousands of lives’.85 ‘Peace is our Profession’ is the motto of the Strategic Air Command, which was established in 1946 to command and control America’s land-based strategic bomber aircraft and intercontinental ballistic missiles. 86 This was the slogan that General Curtis LeMay (who, as I discuss at the beginning of Chapter Three, was responsible for more civilian deaths than any other person in the history of war) returned to time and again in his memoirs. 87 While I was writing this chapter – in January 2013 – the British army introduced a new combat sidearm, the Glock 17, which replaced the longstanding (1954+) Browning Hi-Power pistol. Without any sense of irony, soldiers informed reporters that these new sidearms were ‘lifesavers’.88 The people intended to be maimed and killed by Glock 17s did not truly possess ‘lives’.


Euphemism and military abstraction had an anesthetizing effect on participants of war and other militarist enterprises. They provided a substitute language, a numbing techno-speak. In 1945, a sociologist exploring the way civilians ‘adjusted’ to militarism observed how men engaged in ‘keen discussions’ about the ‘rival merits of particular weapons’. They became so engrossed with ‘physics and ballistics’ that they forgot that the chief function of these weapons was to kill fellow human beings. He drily noted that






A discussion on the most efficient ways of killing the enemy is not pleasant; however, a technological debate on the range and characteristics of a certain caliber rifle can be challenging and impersonal.89








The hypnotic fascination with statistics and specifications enabled these men to disconnect their actions (care of weapons) from their consequences (corpses). They were just ‘screwing fuses into sockets’, as one bomb technician put it. 90


An example of this process comes from the war in Vietnam. In his memoir, journalist Jacques Leslie recalled the day when Nick Ut took the famous photograph of three children running down a road after being hit by napalm dropped by a South Vietnamese plane. The image of nine-year-old Phan Thi Kim Phuc in particular has been seared into our memory of that war. A fellow journalist called Alex had been present when the incident happened. Leslie noted that Alex






saw the canister explode, saw the girl tear off her burning clothes, saw the children scream as they ran down the road. The only problem was that the scene didn’t interest him.








That afternoon, Alex had sent his report to the Newsweek office, telling them ‘all about the fighting, as usual emphasizing its tactical dimension’. He wrote up his story ‘full of references to battalions and flanking movements’ and ‘mentioned the napalm only in passing’. The controller, however, wanted Alex to include the human dimension. But Alex was unable to do so. As Leslie commented,






I could imagine Alex’s frustration as he sat at his typewriter, yearning to think like a general while being asked to write about children. Alex wanted to breathe the rarefied air of military abstraction, for it was safe from children, safe from emotion, nearly safe from life itself.91








Faced with violence, is that what we all actually want? To be spared the other person’s suffering?


The final distortion involves giving agency to inanimate weapons. It is as if they possess lives independent of their human creators and users. Weapons move in time and space. They have a trajectory. They are creative, forging cavities that collapse perilously (‘temporary cavities’) or for ever leave a trail (‘permanent cavities’). They literally explode inside living bodies.


In other words, weapons are spoken about as if they are autonomous agents. The social existence of weapons starts with their birth – a male nativity scene. The atom bomb was Oppenheimer’s ‘baby’, according to one of the scientists at Los Alamos; they hoped that it was a boy, not a girl (or dud).92 As General Leslie Groves, who directed the Manhattan Project, cabled the Secretary of War Henry Stimson after the first atomic test,






Doctor has just returned most enthusiastic and confident that the little boy is as husky as is big brother. The light in his eyes discernable from here to Highhold and I could have heard his screams from here to my farm.93








Like babies, weapons are given names. Often, these are highly ironic. The Colt .45 calibre single action six-shooter was known as the ‘Peacemaker’, for example, while President Ronald Regan dubbed the MX missile, with its intercontinental nuclear warheads, ‘The Peacekeeper’. The scheme to send huge pilotless planes to bomb Germany during the Second World War was christened ‘Project Aphrodite’, after the goddess of love. Other names attempted to link modern war with courtly tales: Britain’s first ballistic rocket was called the ‘Black Knight’, for instance.94


Weapons experts routinely speak as though the missile, rather than the person wielding the gun, is responsible for the destruction. Indeed, the term ‘terminal ballistics’ is frequently described as the ‘behaviour of the missile in tissue’, as though a missile is capable of ‘behaving’ one way or another.95 Ballistic science is defined as a kind of ‘bullet-body interaction’ in which there is a ‘transfer of energy from the projectile to the medium’.96 Lieutenant-Colonel W. C. Moffat’s article ‘Influence of Missile Type and Velocity’ (1977) provides a subtler example of this process of giving agency to a missile. He writes:
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